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Abstract in English 
Why can a utopia not exist? This question will be investigated through a discussion of two opposing 
philosophical ideologies represented by American philosophers Robert Nozick and John Rawls. 
The tensions between libertarian and liberal philosophy will exemplify the intrinsic nature of a 
utopia. In order to accentuate the nuances of the arguments, the project will be written in form of a 
dialogue. Our conclusion is that the tension lies between the individual and the society; this renders 
utopia impossible. 
 
Summary in Danish 
En utopi kan ikke eksistere i ordets egen betydning. Men hvad har afgjort at ordet der beskriver det 
perfekte samfund, samtidig beskriver et samfund der ikke kan eksistere? Er det fordi vi som 
mennesker ikke kan nå en enighed om hvad der udgør en utopi, eller er det fordi at vores 
menneskelige natur ikke tillader ultimativ perfektion? 
Vi vil i dette projekt undersøge de spændinger der forhindrer det perfekte samfund i at eksistere. Vi 
vil gøre dette igennem politisk filosofi der opstiller forskellige idealer for samfundet, mere specifikt 
vil vi opstille en diskussion af John Rawls og Robert Nozicks teorier om det retfærdige samfund. 
De repræsenterer henholdsvis social og individuel tænkning og det er netop imellem disse vi mener 
at spændingerne i det perfekte samfund opstår. 
En filosofisk diskussion afhænger af de argumenter der bliver præsenteret, netop derfor har vi valgt 
at skrive projektet i form af en dialog. Ved at benytte dette litterære virkemiddel kan nuancerne i 
teorierne få større spillerum og vi vil selv få mulighed for at præsentere mere subjektive meninger 
om emnet gennem karaktererne. 
Vi konkluderer i projektet at der er visse individuelle rettigheder en social kontrakt ikke bør 
overskride, men samtidig er uvidenhedens slør et ubestrideligt argument. Løsningen her vil 
muligvis være at få folk til at tro de har fri vilje til at træffe beslutninger og lede deres liv, men alt i 
mens vil der være visse sociale kontrakter der ikke kan brydes. 
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Introduction 
Denmark was named to be the happiest nation in the world by OECD1 in 2011; we ranked highest 
in health, friends, and quality time spent with our children. We trust each other and we trust our 
society to secure us in times of need. We believe our politicians to be fair and non-corrupt and 
social equality is very high. The happiest nation in the world; it almost sounds utopian. 
However, the reason for this ranking is hard to detect in everyday life where growing 
unemployment and financial insecurity are common denominators for the people of Denmark. We 
have one of the world’s highest suicide rates and one of the highest consumptions of anti-
depressants. If Denmark represents the happiest nation in the world, it seems the world is not a very 
happy place. However, the concept of a nation, which is believed to be the happiest in the world, 
but has a severe downside, seems to be symptomatic of all societies in the history of the world.  
Is the manifestation of the snake in paradise the failure of society to create the proper circumstances 
for the individuals? Or will the individual, in spite of the creation of a perfect environment, always 
be unsatisfied and obstructive of their own happiness? 
 
In this project we will discuss the notion of a utopian society, or rather why it cannot exist. The 
word utopia denotes an unrealistic ideal for society, a good place, but a non-place. We wish to ask 
what the perfect society is; can common denominators be decided upon, or is it not even possible to 
agree on the properties of a perfect society? 
Is a balance needed in order for people to recognise what is good and bad, just and unjust. Do we 
have to know the unjust and bad in order to know their opposites? Can people even accept a utopian 
society, or would we turn apathetic when there is nothing left to strive for? 
 
In his work, A Theory of Justice (1971), American political philosopher John Rawls presented his 
version of the establishment and maintenance of a just society. He suggested that through a social 
contract and the use of the veil of ignorance, a perfectly just society could be created. He claimed 
that  [j]ustice is happiness according to virtue (Nozick, 1974, p.217). 
                                       
1 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and development 
5 
 
 
 
 
 
Robert Nozick, also an American political philosopher, presented a libertarian response to Rawls’ 
theories in his work Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974). We will use their opposing views on the 
perfect society to discuss the tensions, which are intrinsic of the achievement of the perfect society.  
 
The project will be written in the form of a dialogue. A philosophical discussion consists of 
arguments and counterarguments, directly expressed by two or more participants. The dialogue 
form has been used as a literary device by philosophers, from Plato to David Hume. This form of 
writing will enable us to produce a more vivid discussion and reflections upon ideologies. 
Furthermore, it will allow us to be indirectly present in the project, through the voice of the 
characters. 
There will be three participants in the discussion. A supervisor, who will function as a moderator, 
and two students writing a project. Thus, our project will be somewhat of a meta-project. We find 
that this structure attractive to work with; since it will demonstrate and help us reflect on the 
learning process of working on a project, which we are encouraged to do in the fourth semester. 
The formalities, such as methodology, dimensions, and delimitations, will be incorporated in the 
initiation of the discussion, as they will be discussed by our protagonists of the dialogue; Rasmus 
and Wilhelm.  
 
First Meeting  
The setting is the Supervisor’s office. The two students, Rasmus and Wilhelm, are present along 
with their Supervisor.  
 
Motivation 
Supervisor: Tell me; why is it that you find the concept of a utopia so fascinating that you wish to 
write an entire project on it? 
Rasmus: Well, last year Denmark was named to be the happiest nation in the world. This title made 
us think about how the happiest nation in the world, can far from be called a perfect society; there’s 
still inequality and unemployment is growing.  
Wilhelm: I guess we came to think of this because our last project was about the individual’s 
responsibilities towards his fellow man; now we’ve started thinking of society’s responsibilities 
towards the individual. 
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Supervisor: But you do realise that the word utopia in itself denotes a good non-place; the very 
word ensures non-existence. So if your project is about deciding what the utopian society is, it will 
fall quite short, besides is it not naive to believe that a perfect society can exist? 
Rasmus: Exactly. We are interested in why the perfect society cannot exist, why the happiest nation 
in the world does not even come close to a utopia. 
Wilhelm: But even if the perfect society cannot exist, don’t we have an obligation to strive towards 
it? I don’t believe that only good can exist. How would you know justice if you didn’t know 
injustice? 
Supervisor: Good, so you’re not trying to describe the perfect society; then what are you interested 
in investigating? 
Rasmus: Well, all the societies we’ve been talking about that come closest to being perfect, fictional 
as well as historical, have seem to have had a certain tension within them; great ancient ideologic 
societies such as Rome and the empire of Alexander the Great, fictional societies such as The 
Garden of Eden, Plato’s Republic and George Orwell’s Animal Farm2. 
Wilhelm: The question seems to be what it is that prevents these societies from in being perfect. 
Even when the perfect pre-conditions for a just and equal society are set, something always seems 
to hinder the maintenance of justice and happiness. 
 
Preliminary problem definition 
Supervisor: Okay, so what I hear you say is that you do not believe in the perfect society, but that it 
is worth striving for, which is why it is important to understand the tensions that obstruct the 
creation and maintenance of a utopia. What would your formulation of a problem sound like at this 
point? 
Wilhelm: What are the tensions, intrinsic within a perfect society? 
Supervisor: I think that with the limited amount of pages you are allowed, you’ll need to be more 
specific, perhaps choose some differing political ideologies, and the tensions between them, to work 
from... 
                                       
2 Animal Farm 1945, written as an allegory reflecting on the Stalin era leading up to WWII. The animals of the farm 
achieve a utopian society, but their society crumbles and the protectors of justice turn into the oppressors they originally 
fought off. 
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Wilhelm: Yes, we will need to be quite concise! 
 
Dimensions 
Supervisor: Which dimensions had you then imagined working within? 
Rasmus: We wanted to discuss the problem from a philosophical point of view, so Science and 
Philosophy will be the appropriate dimension to work within. 
Wilhelm: We thought that the philosophical discussion would be suitable for our subject. The 
composition of arguments is paramount in such a discussion, and by looking into these, tensions 
will present themselves. 
... 
Wilhelm: I had an idea, that maybe we could write it in the form of a dialogue... 
Supervisor: This is an interesting idea! 
Rasmus: You mean like...? 
Supervisor: Well, you said it yourself; the composition of arguments is paramount in a 
philosophical discussion, why not do it through a dialogue? It is a well known literary device within 
the field of philosophy. 
Rasmus: I guess I can imagine that it would make the discussion more vivid and maybe allow us to 
see the problem from different perspectives! 
 
Methodology 
Supervisor: From what we’ve discussed so far, and with the problem definition you’ve proposed, I 
will suggest two theorists who have strongly opposing ideologies, but who are both concerned with 
the perfect society. John Rawls, an American liberal philosopher, wrote A Theory of Justice in 
1971. He introduced the idea of the veil of ignorance behind which the laws of society should be 
constructed. Behind this veil, no one knows who they are in society, their status or gender or even 
their political convictions. He believed that a just and equal society would produce greater tolerance 
and happiness for all.  
In 1974 Robert Nozick, also an American philosopher, had a libertarian answer to Rawls’ book 
published, Anarchy, State, and Utopia. His idea of a perfect society was the minimal state where the 
state is limited to the narrow function of protection. 
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Wilhelm: So you think that by working with these two theories a tension will present itself in their 
disagreements? 
Supervisor: Exactly! 
Rasmus: All right, but is it then the theorists who participate in the dialogue, or is it us or how is 
this going to work? Furthermore, are we going to write the entire project in dialogue form, 
including formalities, will it be written in past tense or present, and how many characters are we 
talking of? 
Wilhelm: Well, in the fourth semester we are encouraged to reflect on the process of writing the 
project; perhaps it could be interesting to write the project as sort of a meta-project; the characters 
could be two students and their supervisor. We’ll follow them through the process of formulating 
the problem, accounting for the theories, and discussing the problem through the theories. We could 
write everything in the form of a dialogue, in the present tense. They could account for the theories 
through e-mails to their supervisor.  
Rasmus: So, we have an introduction of the problem of utopias, and then the dialogue will follow 
where the students discuss their method, which would be hermeneutical. Then an account of the 
theories, which will be followed by a discussion of the theories, which will focus on the tension 
between them? 
 
Problem definition 
Supervisor: Yes, this could work. You want to have another go at a problem definition, keeping the 
two theorists in mind? 
Wilhelm: Well, seeing as they oppose ideologically, it would be interesting to see where the tension 
lies between the two theories, when trying to establish the perfect society? So it would read: What 
are the tensions between liberalism and libertarianism which hinders the establishment and 
maintenance of a perfect society?  
Rasmus: Okay, I feel confident about this! 
Supervisor: I’ll send you home to get started on your reading, and I think you should try to make a 
written account for both of the theories, and then we can meet and start discussing them.  
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Email 
Subject: Delimitations  
24 April 2012 12:17 <rasmus@ruc.dk> wrote:   
Dear Supervisor  
After having read and accounted for the theories, we feel comfortable 
delimiting the aspects we wish to focus on in our discussion. We do not 
believe it to be essential to focus on the economical part of the 
theories, such as savings and generation disputes. We have chosen to 
concentrate on the primary elements of equality and the justice of 
distribution. We believe that their overall approach to the individual 
and the state is the essential part on which to place our focus in order 
to discover the tension between the two theories. 
We have attached our accounts of the theories. 
Best regards Rasmus and Wilhelm. 
 
PS. We looked into David Hume and dialogue writing, this quote really 
sparked our enthusiasm about it: 
 In a dialogue, the novelty of the 
 manner of presentation may make up for •the triteness of the 
 subject; and the liveliness of the conversation may •reinforce 
 the teaching. Also, the variety of different angles from which 
 the characters in the dialogue approach the subject may 
 appear neither tedious nor redundant. 
 On the other hand, any question of philosophy that is 
 so obscure and uncertain that human reason can’t reach a 
 secure conclusion about it seems to lead us naturally into 
 the style of dialogue and conversation. Reasonable men may 
 be allowed to differ on a topic regarding which no-one can 
 reasonably be confident. And opposing views, even without 
 any decision as to which is right, provide an agreeable way 
 of passing the time; and if the subject is challenging and 
 interesting, the dialogue puts us (in a way) into the company 
 of the characters in it. Thus a dialogue can unite the two 
 greatest and purest pleasures of human life, study and the
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 company of others 
(http://newyorkcommitteemen.org/free/pdfs/Hume%20%20Dialogues%20Con
cerning%20Natural%20Religion.pdf). 
 
Theory 
A Theory of Justice 
A Theory of Justice (1971) by John Rawls (1921-2002) was an attempt to write a philosophy of 
justice. A theory, which establishes a structure in society, designed to ensure social justice and 
create justice as fairness.  
Rawls initiated his theory as a response to the, at the time, dominating political theory of 
utilitarianism, which states that any action should contribute to creating the greatest possible 
happiness for the greatest amount of people. Rawls’ aim was to formulate a theory of justice, which 
would become a viable alternative to the existing philosophical theories. Rawls wrote: The only 
thing that permits us to acquiesce in an erroneous theory is the lack of a better one (Rawls, 1971, 
p.4).  
 
In the first line of A Theory of Justice (1971) John Rawls wrote: Justice is the first virtue of social 
institution, as truth is of system of thought (Rawls, 1971, p.3). This means that a good society is 
structured according to the principles of justice. Exactly these principles were one of the 
cornerstones in Rawls’ theory.  
Rawls viewed society as being a union of persons who in their relations to each other acknowledge 
certain rules and live in accordance to them. The purpose of the rules is to enhance the participants 
of the society’s wellbeing. Unfortunately mutual interest also entails mutual conflicts. It is in 
everyone’s interest to be in a union because the cooperation enables a better life for all the 
participants, yet there is a conflict of interest because everybody cares about how the profit of their 
joint cooperation, is to be divided. John Rawls believed there was a need for principles, which could 
help decide the distribution of these advantages. He called these principles the principles of social 
justice and claimed that they enable the distributions of rights and duties in society’s institutions 
and that they helped decide the appropriate division of society’s advantages and disadvantages.            
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Another part of the theory, also concerned with its structure, is that it is based on a contract. The 
theory of a social contract constitutes that people agree on a mutual contract, involving both moral 
and political obligations, in creating a society. A Theory of Justice (1971) was meant to make the 
concept of a social contract more general and abstract and thus more usable. 
A social contract entails that the people involved must agree on the content of the contract. One of 
the biggest problems with justice is to agree upon what justice is. People disagree on what should 
be considered to be the fundamental just terms of their union.  
In order to convince people to agree to one kind of justice, and in extension a social contract, a 
persuasive argument is needed. John Rawls thought of an elaborate and yet convincing one.  
In order to achieve his goal of making the social contract more usable, Rawls believed it was 
necessary to view the contract, less as an actual contract and more as if the principles of justice 
were a component of the original agreement. In other words, the chosen principles should be the 
ones, free and rational people would choose and accept in a starting position where the crucial terms 
of the their union is decided upon. We will return to the idea of the starting position later. Rawls 
continued, that when chosen, these principles should regulate all future agreements and social 
collaboration. Rawls called this way of viewing the principles of justice: Justice as fairness.      
 
In order to fully understand justice as fairness, one can imagine that the ones who agree upon 
joining in a union together choose some principles, which are meant to distribute the fundamental 
rights and duties and to decide how the social advantages are to be divided. Yet the problem of 
conflict of interest is still present, because how is an agreement possible when everybody is 
concerned with their own individual advantages or lack of the same. Rawls introduced the veil of 
ignorance.  
The veil of ignorance is a means to eliminate selfish interests and destructive human behaviour 
when choosing the principles of justice. The concept is that the veil permits people to choose 
without knowing their own place in society. 
 
Among the essential features of this situation is that no one knows his place in society, 
his class position or social status, nor does any one know his fortune in the 
distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and the like. I 
shall even assume that abilities the parties do not know their conceptions of the good 
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or their special psychological propensities. The principles of justice are chosen 
behind a veil of ignorance (Rawls, 1971, p.11). 
   
The conclusion of this is that because everybody is in the same situation, nobody is able to form the 
principles to his or her own fortune. Ergo the principles of justice is the result of a fair agreement. 
Behind the veil of ignorance the participants are forced to set aside their own individual wants and 
assess the principles from a general consideration.  
 
The point of this extensive thought was that, when put behind the veil of ignorance, without any 
chance to enhance ones own position, everybody would choose principles treating everyone the 
same. Principles such as justice, equality, and fairness.  
Our social situation is just if it is such that by this sequence of hypothetical agreement 
we would have contracted into the general system of rules which defines it (Rawls, 
1971, p.12).  
The original starting position and the veil of ignorance are both hypothetical situations Rawls used 
as a means to guide and ensure people in a certain direction, namely towards the principles of 
justice. To get people to agree to the same principles in a hypothetical theory, will allow them to 
realise the true meaning of justice.  
 
No society can, of course, be a scheme of cooperation which men enter voluntarily in 
a literal sense; each person finds himself placed at birth in some particular position in 
some particular society, and the nature of this position materially affects his life 
prospects. Yet a society satisfying the principles of justice as fairness comes as close 
as a society can to being voluntary scheme, for it meets the principles which free and 
equal persons would assent to under circumstances that are fair. In this sense its 
members are autonomous and the obligations they recognise self-imposed (Rawls, 
1971, p.12).  
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Rawls extended the theory by assuming which two principles would be chosen in the original 
position. Through these two principles Rawls believed to have ensured that some people’s 
deprivation could not be compensated by the greater good: 
 
I shall maintain instead that the persons in the initial situation would choose two 
rather different principles; the first requires equality in the assignment of the basic 
rights and duties, while the second holds that social and economic inequalities, for 
example inequalities of wealth and authority, are just only if they result in 
compensating benefits for everyone, and in particular for the least advantaged 
members of society (Rawls, 1971, p.13).   
 
No one should have less, just to make others thrive better, yet Rawls continued to explain that it is 
not unjust that some have better advantages if only those less fortunate profit and their situations are 
improved. Because everyone’s welfare is based and improved by the union of society the 
advantages should be distributed in everybody’s best interest; which is equally.   
Justice as fairness is about including everyone as equals and only accepting differences in 
advantages if it improves the less fortunate’s situations. All social values, freedom and opportunity, 
income and fortune and social ground for self-respect, should be distributed equally and injustice is 
only present if it is not for the greater good of all.  
 
A large part of Rawls’ theory concerns institutions and society’s basic structure, but as he pointed 
out; a theory is not complete unless it involves principles for the individuals.  
 
Thus the principles for the basic structure of society are to be agreed to first, 
principles for individuals next, followed by those for the law of nations. Last of all the 
priority rules are adopted, although we may tentatively choose these earlier 
contingents on subsequent revision (Rawls, 1971, p.93).      
 
Many of the principles concerning the individuals are obligatory duties and one of these is the 
principle of fairness. The principle of fairness demands of a person that he does his fair share, 
which is defined by the rules of the union, when two terms are fulfilled; the institution must be fair, 
14 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and that the person voluntarily has joined and thereby benefitted from the advantages a union 
provides.  
 
The main idea is that when a number of persons engage in a mutually advantageous 
cooperative venture according to rules, and thus restrict their liberty in ways 
necessary to yield advantages for all, those who have submitted to these restrictions 
have a right to similar acquiescence on the part of those who have benefited from 
their submission. We are not to gain from the cooperative labors of others without 
doing our fair share (Rawls, 1971, p.96).  
 
When joining a union one agrees upon obligations and these obligations incorporate the principles 
of fairness. They arise from our voluntary deeds, such as deals or promises and are usually between 
individuals. Every rule and the obligations that follow are formed to improve society as an entirety. 
The individuals’ principles are prioritised second after the basic structure of society, but the rules in 
both cases, are meant to serve the social justice.      
 
Ideally the rules should be set up so that men are lead by their predominant interest to 
act in ways which further socially desirable ends. The conduct of individuals guided 
by their rational plans should be coordinated as far as possible to achieve result 
which although not intended or perhaps even foreseen by them are nevertheless the 
best ones from the standpoint of social justice (Rawls, 1971, p.49). 
 
Another significant factor in Rawls’ theory is happiness and rational life plans. Rawls believed the 
two were much dependant on each other. A person is happy, when his plans succeed, his ambitions 
are reached and he feels confident in his fortune. Since plans vary from person to person, different 
people find happiness in different things. Yet in order to have a rational plan certain circumstances 
and structures are necessary. First, a life plan must be a detailed path of our actions, which reaches 
through our entire life and consists of a hierarchy of plans where the more specific sub-plans are 
elaborated on later in life. Second, the main feature in a plan must promote and ensure the 
completion of the more permanent and general goals and must take into account the primary goods.   
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The aim of deliberation is to find that plan which best organizes our activities and 
influences the formation of our subsequent wants so that our aim and interest can be 
fruitfully combined into one scheme of conduct (Rawls, 1971, p.360).  
 
Rawls continued to explain that we choose our future desires in light of our existing desires and 
both under the desire to act accordingly to the rational principles. When an individual decides what 
to become professionally, he thereby decides on a specific life plan, eventually his choice will 
provide him with a certain pattern of wishes and ambitions where some are unique for him alone 
and others are natural for the lifestyle he has chosen.  
 
These considerations appear evident enough, and simply parallel in the case of the 
individual the deep effects that a choice of a conception of justice is bound to have 
upon the kinds of aims and interests encouraged by the basic structure of society. 
Convictions about what sort of person to be are similarly involved in the acceptance 
of principles of justice (Rawls, 1971, p.365).   
 
Society, individual, life plans, rules and obligations and not least happiness are all a part of John 
Rawls’ theory of justice. These terms are promoted through different tools, such as the original 
position with its principles of justice and the veil of ignorance.  
Rawls believed justice to be society’s greatest virtue and considered a theory of justice to be a 
valued doctrine, possible to live by. The theory is hypothetical with the purpose of forcing people to 
consider the concept of justice and how we would like our society to function.  
Rawls asked at the end of the book; why should we care what is moral and just? The answer is:  
 
The conditions embodied in the description of this situation are ones that we do in fact 
accept: Or if we do not, then we can be persuaded to do so by philosophical 
considerations of the sort occasionally introduced. Each aspect of the original 
position can be given a supporting explanation. Thus what we are doing is to combine 
into one conception the totality of conditions that we are ready upon due reflection to 
recognise as reasonable in our conduct with regard to one another. Once we grasp 
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the conception, we can at any time look at the social world from the required point of 
view […] without conflicting all persons into one but recognising them as distinct and 
separate, it enables us to impartial, even between persons who are not 
contemporaries but who belong to many generations  (Rawls, 1971, p.514).  
 
A theory of justice is a thought through theory, which takes into account all aspects of human life, 
both structurally and emotionally. If everybody accepted the principles of the original starting point, 
decided upon behind the veil of ignorance, and thereby agreed to live accordingly, we would in 
theory live in a just society. After agreeing on the principles there is no stopping us from living in 
accordance.   
 
Anarchy, State and Utopia 
John Rawls’ theory of justice offered a substantial counterargument to utilitarianism and 
libertarianism and he became one of the most influential political philosophers in the second half of 
the 20th century. He presented a thorough framework for what he believed to be a just society. We 
believe, that by examining his diametrical opposite, who also presents a framework for what he 
thought to be the perfect society, and discussing the two opposing ideologies, we will be able to 
determine where the tension arises when trying to create the perfect society. 
 
Robert Nozick (1938-2002) was an American political philosopher and a professor at Harvard 
University. His work Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974) begins by asserting that [i]ndividuals have 
rights, and there are things no person or group may do to them (without violating their rights) 
(Nozick, 1974, p.ix). Nozick argued that only the minimal state can preserve the individual’s rights, 
and that a state or society governed by a social contract overrides too many individual rights. His 
point of departure began with an assessment of to what extent a state can govern and can be said to 
be just, and he concluded that this is the minimal state. He reached this conclusion by arguing 
against anarchy and the fear of what other individuals might do to cross your individual boundaries 
and rights. He introduced the state of nature3 as a foundation from which the minimal state would 
                                       
3 The condition that preceeded government. 
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necessarily arise. To avoid the inconveniences of the state of nature, his main concern was that a 
state should protect individuals from other individuals transgressing their boundaries, without 
impinging on their rights. 
 
 Our main conclusions about the state are that a minimal state, limited to the narrow 
 functions of protection against force, theft, fraud, enforcements of contracts, and so on, is 
 justified; that any more extensive state will violate persons’ rights not to be forced to do 
 certain things, and is unjustified; and that the minimal state is inspiring as well as right 
 (Nozick, 1974, p.ix). 
 
Nozick argued that protective associations should enforce these rights, and that these may exist side 
by side in a competitive market, where monopoly cannot be claimed. He acknowledged that some 
of these protective associations might grow to be dominant within a society. Thus, a state is a 
territory, which contains a dominant protective association; as this is the greatest extent to which a 
state can enforce power. 
 
The greatest argument John Rawls presented in A Theory of Justice (1971) for his principles of a 
social contract is the thought experiment the veil of ignorance. Nozick acknowledged how powerful 
Rawls’ theory is by stating: Political philosophers now must either work within Rawls’ theory or 
explain why not (Nozick, 1974, p.183). Since Nozick worked within the framework of a minimal 
state and his theories were distinctly libertarian, he had to argue against Rawls. Nozick did not start 
his counterarguments by scrutinizing the decisions made behind the veil of ignorance; he simply 
argued that the veil of ignorance cannot provide a forum in which just distribution can be decided 
upon. 
 
 ...no historical principle, it seems, could be agreed to in the first instance by the participants 
 in Rawls’ original position. For people meeting behind a veil of ignorance to decide who 
 gets what, knowing nothing about any special entitlements people may have, will treat 
 anything as manna from heaven (Nozick, 1974, p.199). 
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This quote exemplifies one of the greater disagreements between Rawls and Nozick that some 
people are historically or naturally entitled to things other people are not. As Rawls exemplified his 
theories on a larger scale and consistently argued from the community’s perspective, Nozick did the 
exact opposite. By exemplifying that Rawls’ arguments are non-valid on a micro-level, he believed 
that he disproved Rawls’ arguments on a macro-level as well. So when Rawls argued that equal 
distribution is imperative in a just society, and that people who are born into wealth, great 
opportunities or good looks do not deserve a bigger ‘piece of the cake’ than others, Nozick 
exemplified his argument consequently: 
 
 If the woman who later became my wife rejected another suitor [...] for me, partially 
 because [...] of my keen intelligence and good looks, neither of which did I earn, would the 
 rejected less intelligent and less handsome suitor have a legitimate complaint about 
 unfairness (Nozick, 1974, p.237)? 
 
Which man should the woman choose in order for the decision or distribution to be just? According 
to Nozick improving the situation for some always means worsening it for someone else when it 
comes to distributive theory.  
Rawls’ principles are to be applied mainly to the macro-structure of society, but Nozick claimed 
that justice should be universally applicable and that if micro-situations are just, then they will also 
be just on a macro-level. So this would mean that if Rawls’ theory on equal distribution in the 
difference principle was to be applied to a man who was born blind and a man who had two fully 
functioning eyes, the man with two eyes should donate the one eye to the blind man, this does seem 
to be a bit pervasive.  
 
Rawls rejected natural abilities. This is not to say that he believed that body parts are to be a part of 
the difference principle, but he believed that: it “permits” distributive shares to be improperly 
influenced by factors that are so arbitrary from a moral point of view (Nozick, 1974, p.213). 
Nozick’s greatest claim against this was, that Rawls neglected to take into consideration the effort 
some people put into developing their natural abilities, as these cannot be said to be arbitrary.  
In the end the question seems to be whether natural abilities are a collective asset or a personal one?  
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It is worth noticing that Rawls and Nozick agreed to reject utilitarian theory in a just society. 
Nozick did so because he believed that it overrides the individual’s rights for the sake of the 
majority, while Rawls argued that utilitarianism think in majorities and fail to take the individual 
into consideration, but we will return to this later.  
Besides the distribution of primary goods, personal-esteem and self-worth are elements that both 
Rawls and Nozick considered important to account for in a just society. Nozick described how 
egalitarian thinkers often portray natural inequality as a race for a prize; some has a greater distance 
to the finish line than others, some have to run barefoot, others with pebbles in their sneakers, but 
reality, Nozick argued, is not so: 
 
 ...life is not a race in which we all compete for a prize which someone has established;  there 
is no unified race, with some person judging swiftness. Instead, there are different persons... 
(Nozick, 1974, p.236). 
 
We are not all racing towards the same prize in the same race; we all have different goals, unique as 
we are, if anything there are thousands of races, maybe even millions. Nozick seemed to claim that 
this sort of generalization of the human kind is not legitimate as it fails to acknowledge our 
individuality, parallel to arguing on the macro-level, the nuances are nowhere to be found.  
 People have often claimed that envy underlies egalitarianism [...] I prefer to focus on the 
 strangeness of the emotion envy (Nozick, 1974, p.240). 
By strangeness Nozick meant the oddity of facts about others determining personal self-esteem, he 
realised that it is because we measure ourselves against others, but he still found it strange that the 
envious man would rather that no one had something over him not having it when others do. He 
then continued to claim the importance of diversity by quoting Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky: 
The average human type will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, a Goethe, or a Marx (Nozick, 1974, 
p.241). This average human type should arise in a perfect communist society according to Trotsky, 
but Nozick did not think much of this as he argued for the need for someone to measure ourselves 
against; if we were all Aristotle, Aristotle would not be worth much. Self-esteem and individual 
worth will not be fostered in a society where everything is neutralized, everyone needs a dimension 
to be brilliant in.  
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Another aspect of this problem, Nozick argued, is that if the dominating inequality, financial 
inequality, is removed people might just go on to find another dimension to deem the most 
important, this might be looks or intelligence, should these be neutralized as well? 
 
Throughout Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974) Nozick argued against a social contract, and 
maintained optimistic of the sense of community he believed a minimal state would foster. He 
believed that the collected elements, the framework for his state ...acts to reduce the number of free 
riders and to move the equilibrium towards almost universal participation (Nozick, 1974, p.113). 
However, Nozick did not believe the minimal state to be qualified as a utopian society, in fact he 
was certain that an enquiry into utopian theory would highlight the shortcomings of such a society. 
How would then, the utopian society for a libertarian turn out? The simple answer is, that it would 
not: 
 
 The totality of conditions we would wish to impose on societies which are (preeminently) to 
 qualify as utopias, taken jointly, are inconsistent. That it is impossible simultaneously and 
 continually to realize all social and political goods is a regrettable fact about the human 
 condition, worth investigating and bemoaning (Nozick, 1974, p.297). 
 
Nozick’s solution here was an investigation into the best of all possible worlds. Nozick found the 
problem with both utopia and the best possible world to be, that what was best for one would not be 
for another; as is the case with bettering the condition for one means worsening it for someone else. 
Thus, the simple question is: What is best for all? Nozick’s enquiry began with what the best 
imaginable possible world could be, which is of course different from what the best in our actual 
world would be. But when the model for the best imaginable world is thought of, it can be applied 
to our actual world. 
 
 In our actual world, what corresponds to the model of possible worlds is a wide and diverse 
 range of communities which people can enter if they are admitted, leave if they wish to, 
 shape according to their wishes; a society in which utopian experimentation can be tried, 
21 
 
 
 
 
 
 different styles of life can be lived, and alternative visions of the good can be individually or 
 jointly pursued (Nozick, 1974, p.307). 
 
In the possible worlds model, people can create new societies as they wish, in our actual world, 
there will only be so many to choose from. Thus, there might not exist a world, which suits you 
perfectly, but Nozick believed that this was the closest resemblance that could be achieved. A 
realisable utopia for Nozick was not a united world as such, but a meta-utopia; a libertarian world, 
where people had the freedom and the right to choose the world they wish to live in. This way 
[u]topia will consist of utopias (Nozick, 1974, p.312) and will be a framework for utopias. The 
historicity aspect, Nozick believed was omitted in Rawls’ veil of ignorance, is what will help 
perfect and develop the societies in the meta-utopia. People will draw on historical facts about other 
societies and will thereby be able to modify them without having to create new ones, which might 
fail quickly, given unconsidered obstacles. 
One might say that Nozick’s utopia is so libertarian that it allows for a social contract, in the sense 
that one of the communities within the meta-utopia quite possibly could be a Rawlsian society.  
Nozick was a clear advocate for diversity and individuality, he has presented a framework which he 
believed fosters these properties, and in the final chapter of his work, he even allows for societies 
that opposes his own ideal for the sake of individual right. 
  
 Is not, the minimal state, the framework for utopia, an inspiring vision (Nozick, 1974, p.
 333)? 
 
Robert Nozick began his book by stating that the minimal state was just and even inspiring, when 
he concluded by asking if he was not right, it is hard to deny that he has succeeded in illuminating 
nuances of especially individual right that gives ground to consider his question with another 
approach than before reading his arguments.  
 
Second meeting 
The second meeting at the supervisor’s office, Rasmus and Wilhelm have now read the two books, 
and are ready to discuss their findings… 
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Preliminary discussion  
Supervisor: Welcome back. I’ve read your accounts of the theories, and I think you’ve understood 
the essentials. I think this meeting should take its point of departure in what your experience of 
reading the two books was, what stood out and which points you think are important for discussion. 
Rasmus: Like what the greatest differences were? 
Supervisor: Yes, that could be a place to start. 
Wilhelm: We discussed that the greatest discrepancy between the two theorists is their point of 
departure. Nozick starts from a state of nature, where there exist only freedoms and rights and 
Rawls by constructing a status quo from where a social contract can be decided. It is remarkable to 
see how this is symptomatic of their method of arguing throughout their theories, and how this 
affects their conclusions.  
Supervisor: How so? 
Wilhelm: Well, Nozick argues for the naturalness of a minimal state, and accentuates how it will 
emerge according to Adam Smith’s invisible hand explanation4. Nozick views a human being as an 
individual with a complete set of rights; the greater the state expands, the more rights the individual 
is deprived of. He even juxtaposes the state with the monster of Frankenstein that might run amuck, 
to use his phrasing, and overthrow these pivotal rights. Rawls on the other hand considers the state 
the protector of the individual. It exists to secure the entire society both financially and morally, but 
most importantly it is there to ensure justice.  
Rasmus: Which to Rawls means equality, yes? 
Supervisor: Yes, I think that can be read into it. Is there more to it? 
Rasmus: I found it interesting to notice how they even use the same theory in different ways to 
promote their own theory; Nozick uses the invisible hand explanation to show how the minimal 
state is a natural outcome of the state of nature, where Rawls uses this theory to show how distinct 
social guidelines, and the adherence to these leads to overall better outcomes. 
Wilhelm: Yeah, we found this quote that exemplifies how Rawls uses the explanation: 
 
                                       
4 A term economists use to describe the self-regulating nature of a marketplace.  
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 The conduct of individuals guided by their rational plans should be coordinated as far as 
 possible to achieve results which although not intended or perhaps even foreseen by them 
 are nevertheless the best ones from the standpoint of social justice (Rawls, 1971, p.49). 
 
They use it in different contexts of course, but notice how they each believe their own end to 
emerge naturally given either a state of nature or a thoroughly planned social contract.  
Supervisor: How is their view of the state then? 
Rasmus: We agreed that the way Nozick talks of the state is as if he almost views it as an artificially 
created oppressor, he accentuates the fact that it is not natural and the only thing the individual 
needs protection from is other individuals and the state. Rawls on the other hand sees a joint 
community where equality and brotherhood is imperative so as to protect against the natural 
inequities amongst human beings.  
Wilhelm: The irreconcilable difference in their articulation of the state is actually consistent in all 
their arguments, where I think they oppose as greatly as in their starting points. 
… 
Supervisor: So, your main observation is that they have differing starting points, which there is no 
doubt about, but you see this as symptomatic of their continuing arguments? 
Wilhelm: Yes, but specifically in their way of presenting arguments. You could say that Nozick 
views society on a micro-level and argues the same way, whereas Rawls does the same on a macro-
level. Furthermore, Rawls’ theory is hypothetical and addresses the different topics in that manner, 
whereas Nozick is very literal and specific.  
Supervisor: Could you please elaborate on that? 
Rasmus: When Rawls describes the original position he does so in general terms and with no 
explicit examples. He focuses on the totality of his theory with an eye for the aim, which is to 
achieve a just society. Nozick, on the other hand, is very concrete in both his arguing and his 
understanding of both theories. He uses concrete examples to both further his own arguments and to 
disprove Rawls’. 
Wilhelm: Yes, but that is also one of Nozick’s arguments against Rawls; that his arguing is too 
general and abstract. He tries to bring Rawls’ theory down to a micro-level and by doing so, 
believes to prove that it is not valid. Thus, proving that if a theory is not valid in itself on a micro-
level it is doomed on a macro-level as well.  
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Rasmus: True, but Rawls is of a different opinion. By arguing broad and widely he believes he 
enables the true theoretical points to step forward without insignificant details or points disrupting 
the true purpose.  
Wilhelm: Yeah, but Nozick considers arguing on a macro-level to override the individual. When 
not discussing a specific case one risks treating all alike. However, Rawls points out that when 
being literal and addressing issues one by one, one looses sight of the overall picture and this makes 
it impossible to create a theory of justice.   
Supervisor: Yes, one of Nozick’s great critiques of Rawls’ principles of justice is for not being 
applicable to other matters. He argues that if wealth should be distributed equally, everything 
including appearance and intelligence should be equally divided. What is your response to that? 
Wilhelm: Well, Rawls expresses that his theory is mainly meant to include social justice and that it 
should not be rejected because it cannot be applied satisfactorily overall. 
Rasmus: Exactly, and this hypothetical and literal way of seeing situations and society is also 
present in other parts of the theories! 
Supervisor: Can you be more specific? 
Rasmus: Wilhelm pointed out to me that the veil of ignorance is a powerful argument, and that at no 
point Nozick attempts to claim that people would distribute differently behind a veil of such. He 
does however argue against the preconditions of the veil, but as we read it, this is an interpretational 
mistake, and is to take the thought experiment too literally. 
Wilhelm: Yes, you see; John Rawls aims at creating a reflective equilibrium (Rawls, 1971, p.18) 
through a decontextualisation of values and primary goods, so that one may reflect upon these 
neutrally in the distribution process. We believe that the veil of ignorance serves as a justification 
for the principles of justice, in a literal sense. What is not to be taken literally is the thought 
experiment itself; it is only to be used to remind people of what has justly been decided upon in the 
original position...  
Rasmus: So in other words, it is designed to change the pattern of people’s thoughts?  
Wilhelm: Precisely! Nozick, on the other hand, does seem to struggle with this decontextualisation. 
He constantly refers to historicity and entitlements, when these are the elements Rawls is in fact 
trying to eliminate. Nozick believes that they are important elements to learn from, and even evolve 
from. He accentuates in his utopian theory, where historical facts can help societies overcome 
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obstacles that other societies may have had. A viable argument. What he fails to consider is, that the 
veil of ignorance is a thought experiment, a hypothetical course of reflection (Rawls, 1971, p.18).  
Rasmus: I believe this quote exemplifies how the veil of ignorance is not to be taken as a decisive 
factor in all aspects of society: 
 
 These principles may not work for the rules and practices of private associations or for 
 those of less comprehensive social groups. They may be irrelevant for the various informal 
 conventions and customs of everyday life [...] I shall be satisfied if it is possible to formulate 
 a reasonable conception of justice for the basic structure of society...(Rawls, 1971, p.7). 
 
When Nozick argues against the equal distribution, preconditioned by the veil of ignorance, by 
asking if the physically handicapped should receive body parts from other citizens, or if the women 
should choose the lesser intelligent or handsome suitor, it seems that he interprets the theory of 
justice in a way Rawls did not intend. 
Wilhelm: I think that what Nozick is trying to prove is that the state will run amuck! I think his 
argument is that you might start equalising financially, but once you have transgressed individual 
rights like that, there is no telling where it will stop? I think this is what he is trying to argue! 
Rasmus: Or perhaps this is his only argument, because he can’t find any real arguments against the 
original position. 
... 
Wilhelm: I guess he does seem to understand the concept of hypothetical thought experiments well. 
Supervisor: Can you give an example of Nozick arguing hypothetically? 
Wilhelm: Yeah, when he creates a framework for utopia, he starts by imagining the best possible 
worlds and from there he composes the final framework for our actual world. 
… 
Supervisor: Alright, so it seems we’ve already discovered some tensions of our own. Have you 
considered their approach to human nature? 
Rasmus: Well, one thing they have in common is a realistic point of view on the less appealing 
features of people and the fact that they exist. Where they part ways is in how they deal with these 
features and what their solutions are or lack of the same. 
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Wilhelm: Rawls believes to be able, through the veil of ignorance, to overcome people’s unpleasant 
traits, such as selfishness, envy, and intolerance. The veil of ignorance peels away any bad character 
traits and ensures everybody chooses a fair and equal distribution. Rawls accept that we are not all 
naturally giving and unselfish, and therefore invent the original position and the veil of ignorance in 
order to guide us in, what he believes to be, the right direction.  
Rasmus: Nozick also believes that people have bad features, but his approach is the opposite of 
Rawls. His solution is not to overcome them, but to work around them. And his claim is that only 
the minimal state allows this.  
Wilhelm: I think that what Rasmus is saying is that Nozick is of the opinion that we as individuals 
should be allowed to act free and independently and thereby be able to avoid or be influenced by 
other people’s bad features.  
Supervisor: So it comes down to whether you see the glass half full or half empty?  
Rasmus: Yeah, that’s one way to put it. Nozick provides an example of how a union will bring forth 
negative outcome. Imagine a group of students all receiving grades between 0 and 100. They are 
told to allocate the grades amongst themselves so that the grades total to a given sum. With no 
knowledge of who would have received what grade, Nozick assumes it would be plausible that they 
divide the grades equally amongst each other. This solution is very negative according to Nozick. 
He believes that if one takes away peoples individuality by dividing grades equally, then one 
advocates for under achievers and the average grade would plummet, due to everybody’s lack of 
ambition. He, in other words, believe that the union of cooperation and in extension dividing the 
profit will lower peoples individual level of ambition and create indifferent under achievers.  
Wilhelm: But we think Rawls would view the example in a more positive way. He concentrates on 
the idea that if everyone strived for a better grade, the total amount of the grades would rise and the 
individual student would get a higher grade, even if it is divided. And keeping in a Rawls like frame 
of mind, the collaboration and thus the inspiration given one another would elevate the single 
student to a higher level than if working alone.          
… 
Rasmus: Oh and as a last point Nozick argues is that if wealth, which he considers being the 
dominating inequality dimension, was to be distributed equally, another dimension would become 
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subject of distribution. Looks and intelligence would have to be distributed equally amongst all and 
we would end up completely alike.  
Wilhelm: Right, what I really think this argument comes down to is values and what one considers 
being most important.   
Supervisor: So what does who consider most important? 
Rasmus: Well, Nozick believes the individual to be the most important, and perhaps loses sight of 
values in the process of trying to protect the individuals’ primary goods. Rawls on the other hand 
deems social justice the most important thing. 
Supervisor: ...and perhaps looses sight of the individual in the process? 
Wilhelm: Well, that is exactly one of the greatest objections Nozick presents against Rawls’ theory; 
that he fails to take the individual into consideration. However, Rawls makes quite an effort to 
claim that his theory does not leave out the individual, especially through his rejection of 
utilitarianism which he claims ...does not take seriously the distinction between persons (Rawls, 
1971, p.24). 
Rasmus: We discussed that the curious thing is, that this exact criticism is the same Nozick directs 
at Rawls and his theory. The overall disagreement on this very point will most likely derive from 
their differing perception of the individual. Are we a collective working towards a unified goal, or 
are we separate functioning people with no pivotal duties towards each other?  
Supervisor: Does this also come to show in their perception of delegation of rights and duties?  
Rasmus: Rawls believes that an individual, who is a participant of the state has a share of duties to 
perform, and I quote: 
 This principle holds that a person is required to do his part as defined by the rules of an 
 institution (Rawls, 1971, p.96). 
Where Nozick views it quite differently, and I quote again: 
 Responsibility is not a bucket in which less remains when some is apportioned out; there is 
 not a fixed amount of punishment or responsibility which one uses up so that none is left for 
 the other (Nozick, 1974, p.130). 
Wilhelm: My initial belief was that Nozick let his individuals easier of the hook than Rawls did, 
that they do not owe each other something simply because they have benefitted from each other. 
But thinking about it, has lead me to believe that Nozick expects more of his individuals than Rawls 
does. Rawls appoints certain shares to be performed. Nozick expects that the individual will 
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perform these without them being appointed, and he does not only imagine certain shares belonging 
to each individual, there is no fixed amount as he writes. He simply does not wish to impose duties 
on the individual; he’d rather have them perform them by free will.  
… 
Supervisor: Good... Now, the question which is often raised to the appointing society, the welfare 
society is, how does this affect the individual? Does it leave them as vegetables doing what they are 
told, being neutralised as Nozick would call it, or do they carry a joint weight for the greater good 
of all? 
Rasmus: We haven’t actually discussed this yet, but I do see happiness and how to achieve it, as 
another topic where Rawls and Nozick do not see eye to eye.  
Wilhelm: In Rawls’ theory, happiness is closely connected to a realistic life plan... 
Rasmus: ...and in Nozick’s theory happiness is centered on freedom and liberty! 
Wilhelm: Okay, Rawls’ idea about a realistic life plan involves primary goods and the opportunity 
to realise ones goals. Hence as the word suggest it must be realistic and manageable. Furthermore, 
because we are all joined in a union together, we are dependant on each other to some degree and 
the choices one makes effects more than just yourself. In order for a realistic life plan to unfold 
Rawls believes favorable circumstances are to be present. Said differently, that without the welfare 
system a realistic plan could not be planned and least of all be lived out.  
Rasmus: Yes, but Nozick rejects this point, because he views the welfare system to prohibit and not 
promote the individual desires for life. He believes a free society, with almost no rules, will enhance 
people’s opportunities and ensure the possibility to live the way they want to. I think a strong 
argument against Rawls’ realistic life plan is the lack of room for a bit of unrealism and 
spontaneity. The obligation towards others and the pressure of being productive and contributing to 
the union would perhaps not allow life plans such as to become rock stars or other semi-unrealistic 
goals. Wouldn’t we all become boring and our life be planned minutely without leaving any room 
for big dreams and a tad of frivolity? 
Wilhelm: You’re only saying that because you have no concept of what it means to be dependent on 
welfare! The welfare society maybe prohibits rare career choices, yet if a person chooses to become 
a rock star and fails, the welfare society would have a safety net to help avoid seriously financial 
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problems. A person living in a minimal state might only has to worry about themselves and their 
choices. What about family and the obligations we are naturally born into? 
Rasmus: Okay, so the minimal state has no safety net, but if you work hard, why wouldn’t you 
succeed. People have risen above low social statuses before, and then the safety net becomes 
redundant anyway! One can then ask the question: If the welfare society makes us more likely to 
strive for the better, because the risk is lower, or if it makes us settle for less, because the drive for 
achieving more is diminished?  
Wilhelm: If the welfare society makes us lean back and lower or ambitions and goals, because 
everything will be distributed in the end, then the minimal state put a damper on the desire to 
achieve more because the risk of failure is to big.  
Rasmus: I think you’re wrong! 
Wilhelm: I think you’re ignorant!  
Supervisor: Okay, okay… I think you need to consider whether the tensions you are experiencing 
between you are the same you are trying to identify in the two theories? Nozick thought freedom 
was the right setting for individuals’ true potential to unfold, whereas Rawls believed welfare to 
provide the right environment for humanity as a whole to excel. I think we need to stop now, and I 
think you need to consider further delimitations. What exactly are you aiming at? You have clearly 
uncovered many tensions, but are you trying to find the dominating tension, which prevents theories 
like Rawls’ and Nozick’s to co-exist, or are you trying to find a golden path between the two, which 
might allow for a utopia to exist? Right now, you are too worked up to discuss this. But send me an 
e-mail, when you have discussed it and we’ll meet to try and figure it out... 
 
E-mail 
Subject: Further delimitations 
On 1 May 2012 17.12 <rasmus@ruc.dk> wrote: 
Dear Supervisor 
After we went home and cooled off, we started thinking about what we 
wanted to achieve with this project. Our disagreement let us to realise 
that we mainly want to identify the overall tension between the two 
theories. We would also like to assess the possibility of a realistic 
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merger between the two. We would like to investigate if there is a way 
to overcome the main tension and thereby create a more utopian theory.  
We look forward to seeing you next week and conclude the discussion.   
Best regards from Rasmus and Wilhelm.  
 
Third meeting 
The two students are meeting with their supervisor to finalise the discussion and conclude on their 
project… 
 
Final discussion 
Supervisor: I think we need to make a thought experiment of our own. A terrible catastrophe has 
happened, and most of earth’s population has been wiped out. There are only a couple of thousand 
left, two of these are miraculously John Rawls and Robert Nozick. Now Rawls and Nozick are the 
highest educated men, and also the only ones who know of political philosophy and have dealt with 
the structure of society before; they are appointed to construct a societal structure for the diverse 
group of people who are left. The first question is: Where does their main dispute emerge? And the 
second question is: How can they work around it to create a solution for these poor people who 
have put their trust in them? 
Rasmus: It’s easy to say that their overall disagreement lies in the distribution of rights and duties, 
and their conceptions of unity and individuals, and that this disagreement permeates all other 
elements of their discussion. 
Supervisor: But imagine them in the situation where they have to argue their way into some sort of 
consensus. What is their strongest argument that could lead their theory to be the dominant one in 
the new society? They cannot just take their theory elsewhere and practise it there, it is now or 
never! What is their most persuasive philosophical argument, perhaps they need to convince the 
people of the new society which of their arguments are best? 
Wilhelm: Hmmm… I cannot find any valid counterarguments against the veil of ignorance...We 
were talking about how you can see it as a computer game. When you log on you have to decide 
whether you want to try your luck or if you want to play in an equal society; your chances of 
winning are highest if you turn out to be the king, and you are very likely to lose if you are a slave 
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or even a peasant. You would most likely want to play the game where you had an actual chance of 
winning. And then imagine if it was real life? Would you risk being the single mom on a waitress 
wage with no education? So financially poor that you actually might decide to transgress your own 
individual rights voluntarily, just to make more money? 
Rasmus: We did agree, however, that Nozick is right when he emphasises the diversity of human 
beings and that Rawls fails to take this into consideration. If Rawls expects people to excel when 
they work together, benefitting from each other, he has to remember that people will be working for 
different causes. In real life, we don’t all aim to be king in the computer game; some strive for an 
education Rawls might not find realistic, or work for and be passionate about a cause that he might 
not deem the one that takes priority. A human being’s true potential is bigger than what is realistic. 
Is it not when we challenge ourselves that we evolve? Perhaps this is what Nozick means when he 
says the minimal state is inspiring. 
Supervisor: So in the new society, Nozick would find it difficult, if not impossible to convince 
people not to use the veil of ignorance as an original position? But Rawls is flawed in his view of 
human potential. What do they do? 
Rasmus: Really, I think they are irreconcilable! 
Supervisor: Pretend that’s not an option! 
Wilhelm: Okay then, Nozick is unhappy with the way the veil of ignorance overrides too many 
individual rights, but what if you put that problem behind the veil of ignorance? I mean, there is not 
that many people left on earth, put them all behind the veil! This way, they feel they are acting as if 
they have free will, they would naturally come to decide on equal distribution and so on, but they 
did so voluntarily, which even Nozick will agree to - it is pushing the philosophical dilemma a bit, 
but if you really had to find a solution, that is the only way I could see it happen. 
Rasmus: Then perhaps the veil of ignorance is only to be a tool in matters of distribution of primary 
goods. And hope that Rawls’ perception of human kind is correct in that they will maximise their 
work effort, and thereby the total sum, instead of creating freeloaders. People would always have 
the same amount of primary goods and they would have to contribute to society in some form in 
their work, but they could strive to be a rock star if they wanted, or to dedicate their lives saving 
some rare insect, which was about to become extinct. 
Wilhelm: Yes, then perhaps Nozick is right. Finances would no longer be the dominating 
inequality, natural abilities would be the new dominant inequality. But what if you call it 
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appreciation of values instead of dominating inequality? Nozick accentuates our differences all of 
the time anyway, would we not have differing appreciation of values? How could one become 
dominating if we all had our own dream to follow, in which a set of values was attached? 
Rasmus: I think that if a merger were to happen between the two, you would have to keep a positive 
attitude, to believe it could happen! 
Supervisor: But in reality you cannot see it happening? 
Rasmus: No, I really don’t! 
Wilhelm: But if you look at how the two theories have made an impact in real life, they have 
created a greater awareness of what is just. The veil of ignorance has certainly changed my 
perception of just distribution, and Nozick’s concept of the individual has made me think of the 
importance of individuality and the beauty of striving towards meeting your true potential, which I 
think is a lot greater than what is simply realistic! 
Rasmus: But ultimately a society with Nozick and Rawls, living side by side, both satisfied with the 
structure of society will remain only a utopia. 
 
Conclusion 
Supervisor: Okay, so in the beginning of this process you asked what the tensions are between 
liberalism and libertarianism, which obstruct a perfect society? You have investigated this question 
through an assessment and discussion of two of the most prominent theories within political 
philosophy, a libertarian philosopher and a liberal philosopher. Let’s conclude on the greatest 
disunities between the two. 
Wilhelm: Well, we can agree that they laid the foundation for society in different places. Nozick 
sees the state as an artificially created oppressor, and argues, that from a state of nature, the place 
that precedes government, the minimal state would naturally arise. He believes the state should not 
override natural rights, where Rawls perceives the state as a protector of the natural inequality that 
dominates society. 
Rasmus: Yes, even their arguments are permeated by their conception of this. Rawls’ arguments 
emerge from the way he perceives society as a unity, whereas Nozick’s arguments are constructed 
on basis of the individual in very specific details. You can even say that Nozick in this sense has a 
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way of presenting his arguments in a very literal manner, and interpreting Rawls’ hypothetical 
arguments in the same way. 
Wilhelm: Ultimately, I guess you can say that they have constructed their theories according to 
which environment they believe human kind will flourish. 
Supervisor: How so? 
Wilhelm: Well, Nozick seems to conclude that competition and financial incentive is important, but 
most importantly is a society that leaves room for the individual to achieve its own full potential, 
which cannot be what the state dictates it to be! 
Rawls, on the other hand, believes that by standing together, leaving no one behind, leads humanity 
to excel, greater than the individual is able to by standing alone, and justly as well. The moral of his 
work seems to be that a just society creates an environment where people can be happy, safe and 
thrive. 
The conclusion would be that the greatest tension lies within the perception of human ability and 
which environment is the best and most just for it to prosper. Even the veil of ignorance cannot 
neutralise this friction. 
Supervisor: Alright, I think that is conclusive enough, and that the final step will be to meet up and 
see if we can put all of this into perspective. Go home and think about how the topics we have 
discussed are visible in everyday life… Until next time… 
 
Fourth meeting 
The three are meeting a last time before the project is to be handed in, and before the examination, 
to discuss topics for the exam… 
 
Perspectives 
Supervisor: Good morning boys. You’ve worked within a topic, which is very comprehensive and 
leaves room for countless of ways of interpreting the implications and impacts the different theories 
leave us with. Have you thought of ways to put it into perspective? 
Rasmus: Well, we came across an interesting dilemma called The Prisoner’s Dilemma, which is a 
well-known thought experiment and in our case, a fine example of the conflict between 
individualistic mentality and group mentality. Do you want to explain it Wilhelm? 
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Wilhelm: Sure, the dilemma concerns two prisoners who have been arrested and been placed in 
separate isolation cells. Both care much more about their personal freedom than about the welfare 
of their accomplice. A clever prosecutor makes the following offer to each, and I quote:  
 
You may choose to confess or remain silent. If you confess and your accomplice remains 
silent I will drop all charges against you and use your testimony to ensure that your 
accomplice does serious time. Likewise, if your accomplice confesses while you remain 
silent, he will go free while you do the time. If you both confess I get two convictions, but I’ll 
see to it that you both get early parole. If you both remain silent, I’ll have to set you both 
free. If you wish to confess, you must leave a note by tomorrow… 
(http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/prisoner-dilemma/) 
 
If both prisoners choose the rational group mentality and decide to trust one another they will 
achieve the best outcome; they will both go free. If they both decide to confess, they will both be 
convicted, but with early parole. If one confesses the other will be convicted and the one who 
confessed will go free.  
Rasmus: It comes down to promoting selfish behavior or trusting group mentality behavior. In this 
specific dilemma it is clear that cooperation will bring about the best outcome, but is it so in real 
life?  
Supervisor: So, who will benefit most, if the dilemma was translated into real life? Would it be the 
selfish individual who thought of his own interest first or would it be the group orientated social 
person.  
Rasmus: It all comes down to trust!  
Wilhelm: If we can trust the other player to be group minded, the best outcome for all will come 
about, but if there is doubt that the other will not do his part or even betray, then the concept of 
social behavior falls short. Everyone must agree upon social justice and equal distribution, if not, 
Nozick’s theory is more desirable, because Rawls’ theory will not work if doubt and mistrust is 
present. On the other hand, if we succeed in eliminating these factors, as Rawls claims we can, we 
would all be better of.  
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Rasmus: Then lets say everyone trusts one another and equal distribution is achieved. We’re all 
happy and the veil of ignorance has eliminated every bad character trait we might possess. We have 
reached John Rawls’ notion of utopia. Would we then all be happy? If we eliminate injustice would 
we be able to cherish and appreciate justice? With nothing left to strive for, ideological wise, would 
we begin to rest on our laurels? If we were positive that our society could not become any better 
than the present and confident that the welfare system would manage and deal with any potential 
problems, would this state of passivity lull us into a state of inactivity and indifference?   
Wilhelm: I think we are fascinated by the prisoner’s dilemma because we deep down know that we 
would not be stimulated enough, without intrigues, plots and unpredictable behavior. The concept 
of dilemmas interests us! We even have reality programs were the finale is constructed just like the 
prisoners dilemma.  
Supervisor: Which one are you thinking about? 
Wilhelm: Paradise Hotel5 of course. The finale is exactly like the prisoners dilemma. If the two 
finalists trust one another they will win the price and share it. But if one betrays the other he or she 
wins the price for him or herself!  
Rasmus: I see what you mean. It is the uncertainty that makes it exiting. If we were sure they would 
both think like Rawls, there would be no point in watching it. The doubt intrigues us.  
… 
Wilhelm: We also came to thinking of the movie The Matrix (1999) the architects who created the 
world the people live in, started of by creating a utopia, a perfect society with no crime, no 
violence, and no unhappiness. But the people living in this utopian society became indifferent and 
numb. Without any nuances and the balance between good and bad, they where unable to appreciate 
their existence and ended up not caring about anything, with no goals or desires. So the architects 
created “our world” where crime, violence, and unhappiness were present.  
This, people accepted and were able to live in. In other words, in the Matrix we did not accept a 
utopia, then maybe the answer lies in what comes closest to a utopia without being one?  
Rasmus: Yes, and in continuation of that we discussed, that we in Denmark have a miniature state 
called Christiania. It is a society within a society, where people coexist in a small community and 
live by their own special rules. It departed from a very ideological point and grew out of an 
                                       
5 A program on Danish television, TV3. Now running on its eighth season. 
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unsatisfactory society, and countered the norms of the Danish society in the 1970’ies. Some would 
call it the closets suggestion to utopia we have in Denmark and some would consider it to be 
adequate to Nozick’s idea of small utopias living side by side.  
Christiania is far from utopia, but maybe the allowance of its presence is a sign that the possibility 
for more than just one unified way in society is achievable.  
     
Wilhelm: We don’t and will not know whether mankind would accept utopia if it was reached, but 
we know that we need motivation and goals in our lives in order to be stimulated. John Rawls calls 
it a realistic life plan, which without we would not be happy. Robert Nozick believes that our full 
potential will only unfold when we get the chance to make our own decisions and form our own 
paths. At one point Nozick talks about a thought experiment he calls The Experience Machine 
(Nozick, 1974, p.44). He imagines an experience machine that one could be plugged into their 
entire life and be stimulated by the machine. One would pick out the experiences they’d like to 
experience and then the machine would take care of the rest. A perfect life could be designed.  
Rasmus: Yet Nozick does not believe people would choose it.  
Supervisor: Why not?  
Wilhelm: Because people do not just want the experience, they want the act. They do not only want 
to observe by the sideline they want to be involved in all aspects of their lives. We want to live!   
We are intrigued by the idea of a perfect society, a utopia, but maybe it is the hunt and the strive for 
it, which really fascinates us? The development and yearning for something better and the 
possibility that we are able to change something and make a difference.  
Rasmus: Without the existence of these dreams utopia might just fall short.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
37 
 
 
 
 
 
Literature 
 
• Nozick, Robert. Anarchy, State, and Utopia. Blackwell Publishing, 1974. Print. 
• Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. Harvard University Press, 1971. Print. 
 
• http://newyorkcommitteemen.org/free/pdfs/Hume%20-
%20Dialogues%20Concerning%20Natural%20Religion.pdf Web. 3. Maj. 2012  
• http://nyhederne.tv2.dk/article.php/id-44611846:danskerne-er-verdens-lykkeligste-folk.html  
Web. 15 March. 2012  
• http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/prisoner-dilemma/ Web. 2. Maj. 2012 
• http://www.sande-danmark.com/ Web. 15. March. 2012 
• http://videnskab.dk/kultur-samfund/hvorfor-er-danmark-et-af-verdens-lykkeligste-lande 
Web. 15 March. 2012 
 
 
 
 
